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Text: 1 Peter 1:17-23 

17 If you invoke as [Abba God] the one who judges all people impartially 
according to their deeds, live in reverent fear during the time of your exile. 18 You know 
that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your ancestors, not with 
perishable things like silver or gold, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a 
lamb without defect or blemish. 20 He was destined before the foundation of the world, 
but was revealed at the end of the ages for your sake. 21 Through [Christ] you have come 
to trust in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and 
hope are set on God. 22 Now that you have purified your souls by your obedience to the 
truth so that you have genuine mutual love, love one another deeply from the heart. 
23 You have been born anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed, through the 
living and enduring word of God. (New Revised Standard Version) 

1   

This letter, the first attributed to Peter, went to Christian communities in Asia Minor: the 
region to the north and west of Israel, which today comprises most of Turkey. But you don’t 
need a mental map so much as just this awareness: the letter went far out from the place where 
Christianity had begun, to small churches scattered widely.  

Something else to note about this letter: the people to whom Peter sent it were probably 
Gentile Christian slaves, and women married to or owned by non-Christian men. But you don’t 
need to dust off your history and anthropology books: just remember that the readers were at the 
very bottom level of the social pyramid, without power or privilege.  

Something else to be aware of: in the days when this letter was being shared among 
Christian churches, a “prime virtue” was to share the religious belief of whoever was the head of 
your household. You’ll remember that I just noted who the readers were — decidedly not the 
heads of households. And few if any masters were likely to follow Jesus.  

Now that I have probably exhausted the allotment of history lessons for the day, you may 
rightly wonder: what does all this mean?  

The words we just heard were a kind of lifeline. The letter connected people to the story 
that gives meaning to all things: the story of God showing up in history, and showing up in a 
special way in the life and death and resurrected life of Jesus Christ. The letter formed were a 
holy lifeline to people who lived at the whim of others, without much ability to shape the way of 
their world. The letter sent encouragement to people seen as troublemakers because they 
believed in Jesus.  
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2    

Peter uses the word “exile”: the letter went to people who knew that they were not in 
their homeland.  

Some of them may have become exiles after moving several times — or been moved 
several times, following their employer, always knowing that they were in a place where they did 
not belong, did not have citizenship or standing. They were exiles because of the blunt, uncaring 
force of the empire’s economy, which had no concern for the well-being of heart and soul.  

Some of them may have become exiles when moved with their families — in those days, 
when hetero-normative patriarchy had a stranglehold on the culture, that meant moving because 
the husband said we’re moving. Maybe they went willingly, interested in a new adventure; 
maybe they went reluctantly. But they were exiles, and the moving was not their choice.  

Maybe some of the people hearing Peter’s letter had actually grown up there, in the cities 
and towns of Asia Minor, but no longer recognized the place as home. The world was changing 
around them, and fast. Changing changing and leaving them behind. They were exiles, out of 
step with the new social or political order.  

Some of them — maybe all of them — were exiles because they had come to believe that 
God was actively involved with real people on this real earth, and that God had sent Jesus of 
Nazareth to declare and demonstrate how to live for shalom, meaning wholeness and harmony, 
justice and joy. They were exiles because even if they had not moved one inch on the surface of 
the earth, their hearts and minds and souls had moved into a brave new world: the realm of God, 
where grace has the first word and grace has the last word and all the words in between are 
mercy, forgiveness, joy, wonder, service, acceptance, delight, dignity, compassion, and all the 
words that mean love.  

They were exiles because the world around them had not kept the ways of God.  

Have you ever felt like that?  

3   

Mind you, it’s not that the general population saw all the goodness in the Way of Jesus 
and thought, “Nah, I’d rather live in the morass of the empire and embrace its competitiveness 
and cruel, unyielding social structure. This works for me.” As one preacher noted, “Roman 
culture valued what was handed down from generation to generation, and to break from one’s 
ancestral religion was to invite disaster in the form of recriminations from the gods thus 
scorned.”1  

In other words, followers of Jesus lived among others who followed other Gods.  

There were Christians then, and there are Christians today, who say following other Gods 
is a problem, is a heresy, even an abomination. I don’t believe Jesus would have said so. Some of 
his followers do, but Jesus said: those who are not against us are for us, which I take to mean that 
although we have neighbors who pursue their faith with other scriptures or no scripture, with 

                                                 
1 Joel B. Green, “Exegetical Perspective, 1 Pet 1:17-23,” Third Sunday of Easter, in Feasting on the Word, Year A, 
Vol. 2, ed. David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), p. 
415. 
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other names for God or no name for God, when we are pursuing the same core values of 
compassion and mercy and justice for all creatures and for creation, there is no conflict.  

But there was conflict then and there is conflict now between a God who tends to choose 
forgiveness and a God who opts for retribution. Like the bumper sticker on a friend’s truck that 
reads, “When Jesus said to love your enemies, he probably meant don’t kill them.” It’s a modest 
claim: “Jesus probably meant” — who are we to know exactly? But it’s also a revolutionary 
claim: even if you decide to call someone your enemy, faithfulness to the God we know through 
Jesus Christ does not leave room for killing them. Which calls into serious moral question the 
wars that humanity is fighting. The war in Afghanistan, the Iraq civil war, the Mexican drug war, 
the Syrian civil war — by some reckonings each of those has caused over 10,000 deaths in the 
last year.  

Kurdish–Turkish conflict; 
War in Somalia; 

Communal conflicts in Nigeria; 
War in Darfur; 

Boko Haram insurgency; 
Libyan Civil War; 

Yemeni Civil War; 
Sinai insurgency; 

South Kordofan conflict of Sudan; 
South Sudanese Civil War:  

by some reckonings each of those has caused over 1,000 deaths in 
the last year.  

Followers of Jesus live in exile, because like our ancestors we live among neighbors who 
choose to kill. Whether in war or in the tragic horror of the death penalty, a plague so recently 
broken out again in this country — a world whose citizens accept killing is a world that rejects 
God.  

Christians are exiles in a world where we have decided that a certain way of life is worth 
more than the lives of thousands of species of living things, a certain way of life is worth more 
than the planet’s well-being — so we kill God’s creatures and God’s creation rather than 
seriously examine our addiction to oil. Those neighbors protesting the pipeline near Otis — they 
are probably not all Christians, but they are exiles. Like the folk that the Bible was writing to.  

A church member loaned me The Book of Joy, which shares the story of a remarkable 
visit between Archbishop Desmond Tutu and the Dalai Lama, leader of Tibetan Buddhism. The 
Dalai Lama has lived in exile since forced to leave his homeland in 1959. He tells of his friend, 
another Buddhist monk, who was arrested and sent to a prison camp for eighteen years. He 
eventually was freed and was reunited with the Dalai Lama, who tells his friend’s story:  

“They had no shoes, even during the very coldest of days. Sometimes it was so 
cold that when you spit, it would land as ice. They were always hungry. One day he was 
so hungry that he tried to eat the body of one of the other prisoners that had died, but the 
flesh of the dead person was frozen and too hard to bite.  

“Throughout the whole time, they tortured the prisoners….  
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“When he left the camp, only twenty [of 130] people had survived. [My friend] 
told me, [said the Dalai Lama,] that during those eighteen years he faced some real 
dangers. I thought, of course, he was talking about dangers to his life.  

“He told me he was in danger of losing … his compassion for his Chinese 
guards.”2  

In a world that fails to value life and dignity, God calls us to be exiles — and to bear 
witness to another world, where God-love is in charge.  

4   

Jesus Christ teaches us to be exiles. To be in the world and of the world and also to 
belong to another world: the world where God is in charge, which means that grace is in charge. 
Christian life is an exile’s life: our true homeland is found in heart and mind and spirit.  

Jesus Christ teaches us to be exiles the way that Buddhist monk was an exile. Not that 
each of us will be punished for our faith in so brutal a way as he. But if you and I practice 
following the way of love — first and foremost for those whom we do not like very much — we 
won’t fit all that well into the world around us. That’s okay, says Jesus: we will have good 
company. If we practice love first, expecially for people who annoy us, we’ll probably confuse 
our family and friends. That’s okay, too. If they love us, they might give exile a try themselves. 
Which would be good.  

Because without compassion for those who abuse us, we are stuck in the world of death.  

Without forgiveness for those who spurn us, we are stuck in the world of death.  

Without mercy for those who are a pain in our neck, we are stuck in the world of death.  

Without love, given away freely, even to our prison guards, we are stuck in the ways of 
death. But when we practice compassion, forgiveness, mercy, love, then we step into the ways of 
life. The author of 1 Peter knew that, I believe, when he wrote (in my own rather free adaptation 
of The Message version of the letter):  

17 You call out to God for help and God gives help — he’s a good Father that 
way. But don’t forget, God is also a responsible Mother, and won’t let you get by with 
casually living as though nothing matters, even now when it seems you really don’t 
belong to the world you live in.   

18-21 Your life is a journey you must travel with a deep consciousness of God. 
When your spiritual practice grew stale, dead-end, empty-headed — it cost God dearly, 
dearly to pull you out of that soul-killing state. It cost God’s own life, becoming a victim 
of humanity’s capital punishment to show that true love will not bow before the forces of 
suppression and retribution. And this was no afterthought. Even though we only come to 
know it lately—at the end of the ages—from the beginning this was a core element of 
God: ready to give up life itself to make plain that love will not compromise with death. 
It’s because of this sacrificed Messiah, love’s own Self, whom God then raised from the 
dead and glorified, that you trust God, that you know you have a future in God. 

                                                 
2 The Dalai Lama, Desmond Tutu, and Douglas Abrams, The Book of Joy (NY: Avery/Penguin Random House, 
2016), 155-6.  
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22-23 Now that you’ve cleaned up your lives by following the truth, love one 
another as if your lives depended on it. Your new life is not like your old life. Your old 
birth came from mortal flesh; your new birth comes from God’s immortal, living Word.   

5   

In case this is the first sermon you have ever heard, and in case it is the last, remember: 
we are exile people, belonging to the exiled God, sent to bear Christ-love to each and all and 
rejoice in our new home.  


